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Abstract 
China has been developing very fast for more than 30 years. Its construction industry played a very important role 
in the whole developing process. In order to find out the reasons and processes that make China construction 
industry developed so fast in the last 30 years, we started two research projects that are funded by China Ministry 
of Housing and Urban-Rural Construction and China Ministry of Education. We found that there are three 
management paradigms or dominate modes changes in the last 30 years’ fast development for China construction 
industry and its project management. At the first management paradigm change in 1980s, they mainly use the 
internal contract management of their own companies instead of the old planning economy construction 
management method to increase the productivity of construction projects. At the second management paradigm 
change, they mainly use the marketing mechanism and competition in the construction industry to raise the 
efficiency of construction industry. In the last management paradigm change, they mainly relied on the innovation 
of the technology and management for construction projects in order to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness.  
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1. Introduction 
Since China starts to carry out its “reform and opening” policies, its construction industry developed very faster 
in the last 30 years. According to the national statistics, its total output value in 2011 is CNY 11.77 billion. And it 
has increased 22.6% than that of 2010. Its profit of 2011 is CNY 0.42 billion and that has increased 24.4% than 
2010 (MHURC, 2012). The added value of China construction industry has increased 20.6% for each year from 
2006 to 2010. It is about 6% of the whole GDP of China created by China construction industry in 2006 to 2010 
(MHURC, 2011). During the last 30 years, the average increasing rate of China construction industry is more than 
20%. And that is double of the China national GDP increase rate. Its proportion in the whole national economy is 
raised from 3.8% of 1978 to 6.6% of 2011(China Sate Council, 2012). According to the Global Construction 2020 
(GCP, 2009), total output value of China construction market will be US$ 2.4 billion and will be the No.1 in the 
world. And what is more, the total output value of China construction market will surpass that of USA in 2018. 
Why China construction industry developed so fast and what happened to China construction project management 
model and method. All these derived us to do this research.  
According to ERN’s top international contractors, there are 54 construction contractors from China in the list of 
2011(ERN, 2010), there are 51 contractors from China in the list of 2011(ERN, 2011) and there are 52 contractors 
from China in the list of 2012(ERN, 2012). That is more than 22% of the top 225 construction contractors in the 
whole world construction market. And there are 3 China construction contractors in the top 5 of the list of 2010. 
Especially, China Railway Construction Corporation Ltd is the No1 in that list, and China Railway Group Limited 
is the No.2 and China Communication Construction Company Ltd is the No.5 in that list. Therefore, China has not 
only become the largest construction market in the world, but also become a powerful competitor in the world 
construction market after 30 years development. How China construction industry can develop so fast and what 
happened during this change process. These are also reasons that derived us to do the research. 
In order to find out why, how and what happened in China construction industry development of the last 30 
years, we started and have done a research project funded by China Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 
Construction from 2006 to 2009 (Qi, 2006) and another research project funded by China Ministry of Education 
from 2010 to 2013(Qi, 2010). We have done several surveys and studies in these research projects and finally we 
find that China construction project management paradigm has three main changes in the last 30 years. During 
1980s, they use the first paradigm that mainly relied on the internal contact management within all construction 
companies of China and that supplements with subdividing social division of labor to increase the productivity of 
construction projects and industry. But during 1990s, they use the second paradigm that depended on making a 
good use of the marketing mechanism and competition for raising the efficiency of the construction projects and 
industry. At last 10 years, they use the third paradigm that is dominated by the innovation of the technology and 
management for construction projects and industry. The whole China construction project management paradigms 
change process is illustrated in figure 1 as follows. 
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The third paradigm change
The first paradigm change
About 1980 About 2000 About 1990
The second paradigm change
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Fig.1. the process of China construction project management paradigm changes  
It shows in the figure 1 that there are three changes of paradigms in the last 30 years for China construction 
projects management. And our surveys show that there are lots of China construction companies are eliminated and 
the some are survived during these construction projects management paradigm changes. The main reason is that 
some of companies do not jump on to or get used to the new paradigm of construction project management in time 
for one or more change steps and some of companies play an active role in the whole process of construction 
project management paradigm changes. Therefore, the fast development of China construction industry in last 30 
years are mainly caused and dived by these paradigm changes of China construction projects management.   
2. Research Work and Method 
Our research process can be divided into three phases with different research methods.   
2.1 The explanatory case study 
First of all, we have done a kind of explanatory case study with several cases of China construction companies 
of Beijing, Tianjin, and Shandong Province, in order to find out what happened to them in the last 30 years. We 
found all these companies followed, participated and played active roles in all China construction project 
management paradigm changes. They have had some hard time at the first construction project management 
paradigm change in 1980s because of the transformation from the old planning economic system to the new market 
economic system at that time. They mainly use the internal contract management method and use subdividing 
social division of labor as a supplement in this paradigm change. After they become stronger and stronger through 
the first paradigm change, then they mainly use the marketing economic mechanism and competition to enlarge 
their company and to increase their productivity of projects. That is the second construction management paradigm 
change happened in 1990s. From 2000s until now, they started to depend on the technology and management 
innovation for higher efficiency and faster development. This is the third construction management paradigm 
change happened in 2000s and lasted till now. 
2.2 The empirical study 
We also have used some empirical study work in this research. We collected and used some public data of the 
construction companies listed in Shanghai stock market and Shenzhen stock market of China. There are about 75 
listed companies in the construction industry among total 2453 listed companies in Shanghai stock market and 
Shenzhen stock market of China. Since all these companies have to release their business data and information to 
meet the requirement of the China stock market authority. And it is easy for us to get their data and information for 
our research. We find that there are two main reasons that make these companies survived in the knee competition 
of China construction industry and became powerful competitors. First of all, they not only get used to each of 
these construction management paradigms very quickly, but also they make a good use of each of these 
construction management paradigms for their own fast development. Another reason is that they used merger, 
takeover and reconstruction to enlarge their companies and gain the dominant position in their subdivided industry 
or in whole construction industry of China. China Railway Construction Corporation Ltd is a typical example of 
this and it is the No. 1 in the construction industry of the world now. 
2.3 The descriptive case study 
We also have done a descriptive case study with China National Petroleum Corporation’s pipeline construction 
project management in 2012 because that corporation asked our team to do a consultant project for their whole 
project life cycle management method in order to enhance their pipeline construction projects management 
maturity at that time. We have studied its 30 years history of their project management paradigm changes and we 
found what happened to then in all three construction project management paradigm changes of China construction 
industry. There really existed three construction project management paradigm changes in last 30 years for this 
324   Anbang Qi and Hailong Chen /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  119 ( 2014 )  321 – 328 
corporation that exactly the same with what we found in our earlier explanatory case study.  All the facts and 
findings of this research are discussed as follows.
3. The First Construction Project Management Paradigm Change of China 
The First Construction Project Management Paradigm Change of China happened about 1980 to 1990. There are 
two main changes in this construction project management paradigm change of China. All of them are discussed as 
follows. 
3.1 The change by using internal contract management 
From 1978, China starts to carry out its marketing economy reform with the original try of land-lease contract 
management mechanism and method in agricultural industry. That is very successful since China agriculture 
productivity is doubled, trebled and even four timed by using this management mechanism and method. After that, 
China construction industry and other industries started to learn and use a kind of internal contract management 
mechanism and method, and that is also very successful. Then the national government of China asked all 
construction companies to use that kind of management mechanism and method to increase the productivity of the 
construction industry of China. Its advantages and short advantages are discussed in the following figures and 
discussions. 
Fig.2. the effect of internal contract management mechanism and method 
In the figure 2, it shows that the internal contract management method has been used to replace the old method 
that is used in the old planning economic system for increasing the productivity and profit of China construction 
industry step by step in 1980s. This is the main measurement for the transformation of China construction industry 
and its projects management from the old planning economy to the new marketing economy in China. There are 
some regulations (State Council, 1984) and literatures (Wu, 1985) (Li, 2008) that can prove this management 
paradigm change happened during that time. 
3.2 The change by using the social division of labor  
Our research result also shows that the social division of labor is used as the auxiliary method in the first 
management paradigm change of China construction project management in 1980s. Since there were a lot of 
infrastructure and civil engineering needed by the country, China construction industry should use the social 
division of the labor to increase its productivity to meet the need of the rapid development of China in that decade. 
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This made China construction industry divided into different special areas with specialized construction companies 
such as house building companies, infrastructure construction companies and constriction assembly companies. For 
example, China Railway Construction Corporation Ltd (No.1 of 2010) works on railway engineering and China 
Communication Construction Company Ltd (No.5. of 2010) works on highway engineering. Along with the social 
division of labor in China construction industry, the central government of China started a qualification program to 
help the social division of the labor in China construction industry. That builds up a kind of hierarchy structure 
with general contractor, contractor, sub-contractor for some special construction work. The figure 3 illustrates the 
results of the social division of labor and the specialization of companies in the first construction project 
management paradigm change.  
Fig.3. the effect of the social division of labour for China Construction Industry 
The figure 3 shows that the social division of labor is really an auxiliary method in the first management 
paradigm change of China construction project management in 1980s because that is not only helpful for 
increasing profit and productivity of the China construction industry and is also helpful for improving the 
management of China construction projects. There are also some literatures (Zheng, 2003) (Fan, 2008) that showed 
facts of this paradigm change. 
4. The Second Construction Project Management Paradigm Change of China 
Since China started city and industry reform, all China construction companies were involved in the second 
construction project management paradigm change in 1990s.  
4.1 The change cursed by market competition 
Some of them were survived and developed during the marketing competition and some of them were 
eliminated. The survivals grasped the opportunity to enlarge their companies and increase their productivity and 
profit. Therefore, the market competition resulted in the second China construction project management paradigm 
change. The result of this China construction project management paradigm change is showed in the figure 4.  
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Fig.4 the result of the second management paradigm change in 1990s 
Obviously, the market completion is a main reason that made China construction industry developed very fast 
and increased its productivity and benefit. Although there were some of companies were eliminated in the market 
competition, but it is the right to introduce the market economic system and competition for the second 
management paradigm change for China construction industry and its project management in 1990s. Of cause, not 
only our research result shows this fact, but also there are some literatures (Wang, 2008) approved this fact. 
4.2 The change caused by using economies of scale 
Our research result shows that people used the economies of scale as another measurement for the second China 
construction project management paradigm change in 1990s.  Almost all winners of the competition increased 
investment and enlarged the scale of their companies to get the advantage and benefit from economies of scale. 
This effect is illustrated in figure 5.  
Fig.5. the effect of the economies of scale of construction companies 
It is illustrated that, in the figure 5, the companies with good economies of scale can make more profit and have 
higher productivity. There are two main tries that used this method as another measurement of the second 
construction project management paradigm change in 1990s. Our research result of this can be supported by the 
facts of some China construction companies are listed in the top of world construction companies (ENR, 2012).  
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5. The Third Construction Project Management Paradigm Change of China 
China announced to build an innovative country with an international influence in 2005. But China construction 
industry starts its technology and management innovation much earlier than that time. Our research result shows 
that China construction companies used the innovation as the main method in the third construction project 
management paradigm change in 2000s. Because the innovation in the technology and management is the only 
powerful method left for increasing the profit and productivity for the industry after the market competition and 
economies of scale. In fact, better management of technology and management innovations are very difficult, but 
that really can make construction companies getting more profit and higher productivity. It is showed that the 
effectiveness of all kinds innovations on China construction companies and the whole industry in the figure 6. 
Fig.6. the effect of the third construction project management paradigm change 
From 2005 till now, China central government introduced several policies and rules to push forward the 
movement of technology and management innovation in the whole country and that expedites the technology and 
management innovation of construction companies. Therefore, these innovations and these innovations 
management become the main measurement of the third construction project management paradigm change. 
6. Conclusion 
In a conclusion, there are three main construction project management paradigm changes for China construction 
industry to increase their productivity and profit in the last 30 years. And nowadays, innovations of contraction 
projects and programs management become the main trend of China construction industry. Especially, the 
management innovation for construction projects and programs planning, organizing, and controlling are the main 
areas for China construction project and program management paradigm change because China starts to lose their 
low labor cost benefit day by day and the international competition of the construction industry is getting keener 
and keener. For example, China construction industry do need some innovation in the area of project oriented 
organization, global project management, and complex project management and so on.  
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